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Aesop’s Fables 
&
The Bestiaries
Some people don’t outgrow their childhood delight in the 
comics of daily and Sunday newspapers. Given the disagreeable tenor 
of most news these days, the comics may, in fact, be the only section 
of the paper they still give serious attention to. What they may not be 
aware of, however, is how very ancient and enduring are some of the 
types they encounter in the comics or the background of the practical
and pointed commonsense they sometimes offer. I think specifically 
of the anthropomorphic animals who appear as heroes or scalawags in 
the strips--cats like Garfield or Heathcliff, canine social-commentators 
like Snoopy or Fred Bassett, sassy birds like Shoe.
The ancestors of these clever and sometimes wise characters 
go back almost to the beginning of Western literature. By the 6th 
century B.C. there emerges the shadowy figure of the Greek slave 
Aesop. It was he who created (or, perhaps, collected from earlier folk 
traditions) dozens of brief anecdotes with animal characters, alone or 
together with humans, dealing with some challenging situation. These 
fables soon develop explicit “morals” before or after the short-short 
story, as they were handed down the oral tradition. A 4th century 
collection by the Greek writer Demetrius did not survive, but may 
have been used for the Latin versified collection of the Roman 
Phaedrus and the version in Greek by Babrius, both from the 1st 
century A.D.
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Phaedrus was rediscovered in the Renaissance, but, in one 
form or another, Aesop appeared sporadically in the intervening 
centuries. His popularity has never waned since; the Union Catalogue 
lists over 1500 editions from the Renaissance to the first half of the 
20th century. True there has been substantial waning in recent 
decades as longer “fairy tales” (where human characters dominate), 
Disney films, the animal fantasies of Orwell and others compete for 
the attention of children—and adults.
But earlier—and for a millennium or more—there was also 
strong competition for Aesop’s fables from a quite different source. 
These were vignettes describing the often mythical characteristics 
and habits of animals. The first Greek collection of these was called 
Physiologus (the Natural Historian). Its forty-nine such descriptions 
date from the 2nd century A.D.; each was followed by a Christian 
allegorical interpretation of such marvels as the unicorn, the phoenix 
rising from its own ashes, the pelican reviving its young with the blood
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of its breast. Such stories became standard illustrations for medieval 
preachers. Pictures accompanying such exotic descriptions seemed 
to assure their popularity well into the 17th century (but again in our 
own time, with satirical updatings by Fritz Eichenberg and others) of 
what came to be called bestiaries. Perhaps, the most important use 
of bestiary material in English literature was Ben Jonson’s elaboration 
for the basic design of his Volpone of how the wily fox captures 
unwary birds of prey by playing dead.
What established the animal fable, however, in popular esteem 
and use after the Renaissance was its translations or adaptation by a 
number of major writers. La Fontaine, for example, achieved classic 
status in French literature with his graceful adaptations (1667-94); 
John Gay’s Fables (1727) accounted as much for his success as his 
“Beggar’s Opera” (by the way, see his portrait in the 18th century 
gallery here); and even Goethe produced a version of the escapades 
of the cunning fox Reynard (1784).
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But also very helpful were a series of good illustrators; the 
Dutch Marcus Gheeraerts and the English Francis Barlow in the 
17th century; J.I. Grandville and Jean Oudry in 18th century France; 
Thomas Bewick and John Tenniel in 17th century England and the 
Frenchman Gustave Dore; and those of various national backgrounds 
in the 20th century—Arthur Rackham, Agnes Parker, Stephen Gooden, 
Marc Chagall, Alexander Calder, Fritz Eichenberg. It is a sampling 
of such authors, adapters, translators, and artists that we offer in the 
present exhibition.
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THE NORTH WIND AND THE SUN
A D ISP U T E  arose between the North Wind and the Sun, each claiming that he was stronger than the 
other. At last they agreed to try their powers upon a 
traveller, to see which could soonest strip him of his cloak. 
The North Wind had the first try ; and, gathering up all 
his force for the attack, he came whirling furiously down 
upon the man, and caught up his cloak as though he would 
wrest it from him by one single effort: but the harder he 
blew, the more closely the man wrapped it round himself. 
Then came the turn of the Sun. At first he beamed 
gently upon the traveller, who soon unclasped his cloak 
and walked on with it hanging loosely about his shoulders: 
then he shone forth in his full strength, and the man, 
before he had gone many steps, was glad to throw his 
cloak right off and complete his journey more lightly 
clad
Persuasion is better than force
Dlustration by Arthur Rackham (1912)

THE FOX AND THE CROW
A CROW was sitting on a branch of a tree with a piece 
of cheese in her beak when a Fox observed her 
and set his wits to work to discover some way of getting 
the cheese. Coming and standing under the tree he 
looked up and said, “ What a noble bird I see above me ! 
Her beauty is without equal, the hue of her plumage 
exquisite. If only her voice is as sweet as her looks 
are fair, she ought without doubt to be Queen of the 
Birds.” The Crow was hugely flattered by this, and 
just to show the Fox that she could sing she gave a 
loud caw. Down came the cheese, of course, and the 
Fox, snatching it up, said, “ You have a voice, madam, 
I see : what you want is wits.”
Illustration by Agnes Miller Parker (1931)

THE FOX AND THE GRAPES
A HUNGRY Fox saw some fine bunches of Grapes 
1 ^ hanging from a vine that was trained along a 
high trellis, and did his best to reach them by jump­
ing as high as he could into the air. But it was all in 
vain, for they were just out of reach : so he gave up 
trying, and walked away with an air of dignity and 
unconcern, remarking, “ I thought those Grapes were 
ripe, but I see now they are quite sour.”
Illustration from the German Esopus (Augsburg, 1477)

PHYSIOLOGUS ON THE PELICAN
Physiologus says concerning the pelican 
that it loves its young most dearly; and when the young 
are born and begin to grow up, they strike their parents 
in the face; then the parents strike them back and kill 
them.Then the parents, moved by pity, mourn over their 
young for three days; then their mother comes on the 
third day and pierces her right side, and pours out her 
blood on the dead birds, and the blood brings them back 
from death.
So our Lord spoke in Isaiah:"! have bourn and reared 
my sons, and they have scorned mt" (Isaiah 1.2). The 
Creator of all things bore us, and we struck Him in the 
face, for “we adored the creature instead of the Creator” 
(Romans 1.25). Then Christ rose to the Cross and, 
opening His side, poured out blood and water for our 
salvation
Illustration by Malette Dean (1953)

Case I
1. M edieval Fables
By Marie de France
Illustrated by Jason Carter
(New York: Dodd, Mead & Company, Inc., 1983)
2. Twenty Four Fables o f Aesop and Other Eminent 
M ythologists
(Facsimile of 1724 reprint of 1692 edition)
As rendered into English by Sir Roger L’Estrange, Knight 
Illustrations after the etchings of Marcus Gheeraerts the Elder 
(New York: E.P. Dalton and Company, 20th century)
3. Babrius and Phaedrus
(Standard modem edition of the first Greek and Latin versions, 
2nd century A.D.)
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Newly edited and translated into English, together with an 
historical introduction and a comprehensive survey of Greek 
and Latin Fables in the Aesopic tradition by Ben Edwin Perry 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1965)
4. The M edici Aesop
(Facsimile of 15th century manuscript)
From the Spencer Collection of the New York Public Library 
Introduction by Everett Fahy
Fables translated from the Greek by Bernard Me Tigue 
Illustrations possibly by Gherardo di Giovanni (1444-97) 
(New York: Harry N. Abrams, Inc. 1989)
5. Caxton’s Aesop, 1484
Edited with an introduction and notes by R.T. Lenaghan 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1967)
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Case II
6. Physiologus
Translated by Michael J. Curley
First modem English translation of the most important Latin 
versions of Physiologus as established by Francis Carmody 
Illustrated with reproductions of woodcuts from 1587 Rome edition 
(Austin: University of Texas Press, 1979)
7. Physiologus
The Very Ancient Book of Beasts, Plants and Stones
Translated from Greek and other languages by Francis J. Carmody
Illustrated by Malette Dean
(San Francisco: Book Club of California, 1953)
8. M aster R ichard’s Bestiary o f Love and Response
By Richard de Foumival (13th century)
Translated by Jeanette Beer 
Illustrated by Barry Moser
(Berkeley, Los Angeles, London: University of California Press, 1986)
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9. A M edieval Bestiary (13th century)
Translated and introduced by T.J. Elliott
With wood engravings by Gillian Tyler; Limited edition
(Boston: Godine Press, 1971)
10. Physiologus
Latin and Greek Edition (Agrippina: Antonio Hierat, 1617) 
Editorship erroneously attributed to Epiphanius (315-403 A.D.), 
the Bishop of Salamis
11. The Elizabethan Zoo
A Book of Beasts Both Fabulous and Authentic
Composed of extracts from Edward Topsell’s Histone ofFoure- 
Footed Beasties, 1607, and Histone o f Serpents, and supplemented 
by material taken from Pliny’s  Natural History 
(Boston: David R. Godine, 1979)
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Case III
12. Known Fables (artist’s copy)
Illustrated by Antonio Frasconi
(S. Norwalk, CT: Antonio Frasconi, 1964)
Lent by Robin Satinsky
13. The Fables o f Esope
Translated out of Frensshe into Englysshe by William Caxton 
Illustrated with engravings on wood by Agnes Miller Parker 
(Newtown: Gregynog Press, 1931)
14. A esop’s Fables
Translated by Sir Roger L’Estrange...with 
Plates and Decorations by Stephen Gooden 
(London: George G. Harrap and Co. Ltd., 1936)
Lent by Robin Satinsky
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15. Bewick's Select Fables o f Aesop 
(Facsimile)
Together with The Life o f Aesop by Oliver Goldsmith 
(New York: Printed by Richard Ellis for Cheshire House, 1932)
16. The Fables o f La Fontaine
Translated into English Verse by Walter Thombury, with 
illustrations by Gustave Dore/
(London, New York: Cassell, Petter, and Galpin, 1868)
17. Aesop *s Fables
In a new translation for modem readers, with
illustrations by Aldren Watson
(Mount Vernon: Peter Pauper Press, 1941)
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Case IV
18. A esop’s Fables
Illustrated by Heidi Holder 
(New York: The Viking Press, 1981)
19. A esop’s Fables
Retold by Alan Doan
Illustrated by Fritz Kredel
(Kansas City: Hallmark Cards, Inc., 1971)
Lent by Robin Satinsky
20. An Odd Bestiary
or, A Compendium of Instructive and Entertaining 
Descriptions of Animals, Culled from Five Centuries 
of Traveler’s Accounts, Natural Histories, Zoologies, etc.
Designed and illustrated by Alan James Robinson 
(Urbana & Chicago: University of Illinois Press, 1986)
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With pictures by Milo Winter 
(Chicago: Rand Me Nally & Co., 1947)
21. The Aesop for Children
22. Aesop's Fables
Illustrated by Jacob Lawrence 
(New York: Windmill Books, 1970)
Lent by Robin Satinsky
23. Fables o f Aesop
(Facsimile of a 1931 limited edition)
According to Sir Roger L’Estrange (1692), with
fifty drawings by Alexander Calder
(New York: Dover Publications, Inc., 1967)
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Fritz Eichenberg (1901-1990)
After training as an artist, Fritz Eichenberg left Germany 
following the rise of Hitler. In New York he continued his work in 
book illustration, starting with Crime and Punishment and Gulliver’s 
Travels for the Limited Editions Club and adding many other novels, 
especially those of the Russian masters and the Brontes.
He later became chairman of the Graphics Arts department 
at the Pratt Institute and then at the University of Rhode Island, while 
also editing Artist's Proof, a journal devoted to contemporary print­
making. He was active in the peace movement and other social justice 
causes; his work regularly appeared in Dorothy Day’s Catholic 
Worker.
Collections of his work are available in numerous institutions 
internationally: museums (Philadelphia, Metropolitan, Geneva, 
Stockholm, the Hermitage, the Pushkin), libraries (Congressional, 
New York Public), universities (Yale, Rhode Island, La Salle)~among 
others.
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Fables with a Twist
Eichenberg’s series of prints called Fables with a Twist 
(1976) have both texts and illustrations from the artist. They begin 
with modernized elements of standard Aesop tales like “The Ant and 
the Cricket'’ or “The Lion and the Mouse”~and then expand some 
religious or social theme, each with a wry twist on the challenges of 
modem life and the vanity of human wishes.
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20th Century Gallery
1. The A nt and the Cricket
2. The Country and the City Mouse
3. The Vain Crow
4. The Lion and the Mouse
5. The Donkey in the Lion Skin
6. The Shepherd and the W olf
7. The Bite
24
8. The Ark o f Love
9. The W olf and the Three Little Kids
10. St. George and the Dragon
11. Total Disarmament
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